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Mariama Ba a Senegalese author and feminist, was raised a Muslim. But at an 

early age she criticized the inequalities between the sexes. Her disappointment with the 

fate of African women is expressed in her first novel, So Long a Letter. This short book 

was awarded the first Noma Prize for Publishing in Africa in 1980.  Her contribution is of 

absolute importance because she was one among the first to illustrate the disadvantaged 

position of women in African society. This study evaluates the growth and development 

that each women attain by overcoming their crisis. It also investigates why some 

characters degrade when faced with a crisis. So Long a Letter is a series of reminiscences 

narrated as a letter by Ramatoulaye the protagonist of the novel. This study uses 

characterization and plot analysis to explore the messages the novel portrays. It also 

proves how education to women has benefited them to perceive their own lives without 

any regret when faced with a blowing disaster. By taking up Josselson’s Theory of 

Women’s Identity Development as a basic tool, the women characters in the novel are 

analyzed. 
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Josselson’s Theory of Women’s Identity Development: 

According to Ruthellen Josselson’s theory of women’s identity development, she 

states that when women are faced with a confrontation they either progress or shut 

themselves. She has developed this theory from James E. Marcia’s Ego Identity status. 

She takes the four identity groups from James E. Marcia and adopts it to women. Those 

four groups include the following: 1. Foreclosures/ Guardians 

2. Identity achievers/ Path makers 

3. Moratoriums/ Searchers 

4.  Identity diffusers/ Drifters 

The foreclosure group includes women who have not confronted any dispute; but 

still have made an identity for themselves. These women have internalized the values of 

their parents, and maintain those values they inherited as children. They have a strong 

fascination to please others and to do what is expected of them. The identity achievers are 

those who have experienced a crisis, and have accomplished their own identity. They 

have explored options, and they understand that they have their own authority to make 

decisions. They are independent and have a greater amount of self confidence. They aim 

for personal success rather than fame and status.   The moratorium group of women have 

endured crisis, but they have trouble devoting to an identity. These women realize that 

there are many choices, but they search for the right answers that could be found. They 
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are observant, self-reflexive and sensitive. A strong need for relationship is the unique 

quality of this group. The identity diffusers have not committed to an identity because 

they are unable to internalize the experiences into their personalities. They are aware of 

choices, but are inefficient to choose. They are women who wait for life to happen to 

them. 

REALIZATION OF SELF: 

 Mariama Ba’s So Long a Letter is considered to be a widely read novel because of 

its pictorial sketching of women in the Western African society. It has gained a wide 

recognition because it focuses on the plight of women in the Western African Society. In 

this novel she pours out her frustrations about the status of women. She describes the 

plight of women owing to different forms of oppressions. The novel demonstrates how 

women characters struggle throughout their lives to survive their predicament. This study 

compares and contrasts the women characters in the novel and casts light on the way how 

traditional and cultural norms lessen the opportunities for some and how others fight back 

to attain self-realization. Some of the women characters who will be reviewed are Young 

Nabou, Aissatou, Ramatoulaye and Binetou. 

According to Josselson’s Theory of Women’s Identity Development, Young 

Nabou is placed in the category of foreclosure or so called guardians. She has not faced 

any crisis in her life. By requesting her younger brother Farba Diouf, Aunty Nabou brings 

down Young Nabou to her place scheming to tie the knot between Mawdo and Young 

Nabou. As portrayed by Ramatoulaye:   

Young Nabou grew up beside her aunt, who had embarked her as the spouse of 

her son Mawdo. Used to seeing him, she let herself be drawn towards him, naturally, 

without any shock. His graying of hair did not offend her; she found his thickening 

features reassuring. And then she loved and still loves Mawdo, even if their interests are 

not always the same. SLL: 46 

Young Nabou has internalized those values that her aunt had taught her. Aunty 

Nabou has not taken a chance in education. She gave much importance to it and told her 

folktales late at night under the starlit sky. She recognizes the values of education and 

makes sure that Young Nabou goes to secondary school – and does not stop there. The 

girl took up midwifery which Aunty Nabou had advised her considering it noble. By 

doing so;   

… Young Nabou had a profession. She had no time to worry about her ‘state of 

mind’… Babies passed again and again between her expert hands. 

She would come back from work railing at the lack of beds that led to the 

discharge, too early in her opinion, of the new mothers; worried about the lack of staff, 

inadequate instruments, and medicines. 

She thought of the great rate of infant mortality…  

In the midst of life, in the midst of poverty, in the midst of ugliness, young Nabou 

would often triumph with her knowledge and experience; but she sometimes knew 

heartrending failure; she remained powerless, faced with the force of death. SLL: 47 
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 As stated by Josselson, Young Nabou has established her identity as an extension 

of her parental choice.  She has acquired a strong sense of duty and strong moral values. 

She has a high degree of self-esteem and a low degree of anxiety about her own life. 

Occupationally she may be described as hard working, responsible and capable. Thus 

achieving her identity and attaining fulfillment. 

 Next is Aissatou who is placed in the category of identity achievers or otherwise 

referred as path makers. As the name describes she is faced with a crisis where her 

husband Mawdo marries Young Nabou. Aissatou considers this as a betrayal of trust and 

love by her husband whom she has loved from her youth. But he blames his mother 

stating:  

 ‘My mother is old. The knocks and disappointments of life have weakened her 

heart. If I spurn this child, she will die. This is the doctor speaking and not the son. Think 

of it, her brother’s daughter, brought up by her, rejected by her son. What shame before 

society!” SLL: 30 

 He doesn’t want to give up both Aissatou and his mother. He thought that 

Aissatou would stay on and be a co-wife to Young Nabou. But she had settled on a 

decision which was uncommon in that polygamous society.  She was advised to 

compromise later threatened, but she just brushed off everything deciding to:  

 …make a break, a one-way journey with your four sons, leaving this letter for 

Mawdo, in clear view, on the bed that used to be yours. SLL: 31 

 … I am stripping myself of your love, your name. Clothed in my dignity, the only 

worthy garment, I go my way. SLL: 32 

 Confirming to Josselson’s theory, identity achievers rely on their own 

accomplishments for their self-esteem. In accordance with it, Aissatou has courageously 

taken her life into her own hands and rented a house and set her home. She never looked 

back nor grieved for the decisions she took. She set her eyes on the future and worked for 

it. For her, books became the only refuge and they sustained her. 

 The power of books, this marvelous invention of astute human intelligence…books 

knit generations together in the same continuing effort that leads to progress. They 

enabled you to better yourself. What society refused you, they granted: examinations sat 

and passed took you also to France. The school of Interpreters, from which you 

graduated, led to your appointment in the Senegalese Embassy in the United States. You 

make a very good living. You are developing in peace as your letters tell me, your back 

resolutely turned on those seeking light enjoyment and easy relationships.SLL: 32 & 33 

 She strived to reach a stable financial situation that allows her to provide for 

herself and her children without expecting any external help. Pathmakers generally focus 

on personal success rather than fame and status. Likewise Aissatou too focused on her 

career to improve her state of living. Being an educated woman, she set an example for 

the upcoming generations where women can be both providers to the family and mothers. 

Finally Aissatou has accomplished her identity for her life. Ramatoulaye quotes: 

 How I envied your calmness during your last visit! There you were rid of the mask 

of suffering. Your sons were growing up well, contrary to all predictions. You did not 

care about Mawdo. Yes, indeed, there you were, the past crushed beneath your heel. 
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There you were, an innocent victim of an unjust cause and the courageous pioneer of a 

new life.  SLL: 34 

 The next character is Ramatoulaye who is classified under the category of 

Moratoriums or searchers. She is the protagonist of this novel. She is faced with a crisis 

of being rejected and widowed. She has to undergo a period of four months and ten days 

of mourning for her husband Modou Fall and this is the period where she writes a letter 

to her dear friend Aissatou. She pours her heart and soul in this letter. This shows the 

mutual love and trust they share as friends even when they are miles apart, likewise 

fulfilling the character of searchers according to Josselson’s Theory of Women’s Identity 

Development.      

 Ramatoulaye narrates her story of being dumped by her husband Modou himself. 

She is faced with a situation where the Imam, Tamsir (Modou’s brother) and Mawdo Ba 

come to disclose about the marriage between Modou and Binetou. The Imam says:  

 Yes, Modou Fall, but, happily, he is alive for you, for all of us, thanks be to God. 

All he has done is to marry a second wife today. We have just come from the mosque in 

Grand Dakar were the marriage took place.’ SLL: 37 

 Immediately after they disclose about the marriage, she thinks about the motive 

for such a decision to be taken by Modou. She goes back in her thought:  

 ‘A quarter of a century of marriage’, ‘a wife unparalleled’. I counted backwards 

to determine where the break in the thread had occurred from which everything had 

unwound. SLL: 37   

 But she was very sure to mask her feelings to those who delivered the message. 

She suppressed her feelings inside her.  

 Above all, I must not give my visitors the pleasure of relating my distress. Smile, 

take the matter lightly, just as they announced it. Thank them for the humane way in 

which they have accomplished their mission. Send thanks to Modou, ‘a good father and a 

good husband’, ‘a husband become a friend’. Thank my family-in-law, the Imam, 

Mawdo. Smile. Give them something to drink. See them out, under the swirls of incense 

that they were sniffing once again. Shake their hands. SLL: 38 

 Later when Ramatoulaye gets to know about her rival’s name, she is shocked and 

also feels pity because, she says:  

 Binetou, a child the same age as my daughter Daba, promoted to the rank of my 

co-wife, whom I must face up to. Shy Binetou! The old man who bought her the new off-

the-peg dresses to replace the old faded ones was none other than Modou. SLL: 39 

 Binetou, like many others, was a lamb slaughtered on the altar of affluence. SLL: 

39 

 Unlike Mawdo who wanted to accommodate his two wives together, Modou 

abruptly left Ramatoulaye and his twelve children behind. He never bothered to come 

back and explain his decision. This is when Ramatoulaye feels very bad and is unable to 

take a decision. She says: 
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 Leave? Start again at zero, after living twenty-five years with one man, after 

having borne twelve children? Did I have enough energy to bear alone the weight of this 

responsibility, which was both mortal and material? SLL: 39 & 40 

 Though she decides to endure polygamy according to the precepts of Islam, she 

grieves to discover that Modou has not even given her a choice. 

 From then on my life changed. I had prepared myself for equal sharing, 

according to the precepts of Islam concerning polygamic life. I was left with empty 

hands.  

… I lived in a vacuum. And Modou avoided me. Attempts by friends and family to bring 

him back to the fold proved futile… He never came back again; his new found happiness 

gradually swallowed up his memory of us. He forgot about us. SLL: 46 

 Throughout her suffering, she survived. She took up all her household duties like 

buying food stuffs, paying electricity and water bills, replacing locks and latches of 

broken doors as well as looking for a plumber to check the blocked sink all by herself. 

She overcame her shyness by going alone to cinemas. She refreshes herself by watching 

movies packed with messages, sentiments, comedies and thrillers. Moreover she even 

feels grateful to Modou for having cut off all the contact without disturbing her by 

wallowing in indecision. She says: 

 I survived. The more I thought about it, the more grateful I became to Modou for 

having cut off all contact. I had the solution my children wanted – the break without 

having taken the initiative. 

… What do other husbands do? They wallow in indecision; they force themselves to be 

present where neither their feelings nor their interests continue to reside. SLL: 52  

 She kept herself occupied; faced the situation bravely. But when night crept in 

loneliness accompanied. Her thoughts about the conversations and bygone scenes flashed 

in her mind chasing away all sleep. Surprisingly for her the radio became her comforter. 

It lulled away all her anxiety. She waited for the correct decision to be taken and to go 

ahead with her life. That is when Aissatou comes to rescue her. She says: 

 I shall never forget your response, you, my sister, nor my joy and my surprise 

when I was called to the Fiat agency and was told to choose a car which you had paid in 

full. 

 Friendship has splendors that love knows not. It grows stronger when crossed, 

whereas obstacles kill love. Friendship resists time, which wearies and serves couples. It 

has heights unknown to love.SLL: 54 

 Aissatou shows a tremendous support throughout her ordeal despite their different 

answers for the question of polygamy. By the help of Aissatou, Ramatoulaye overcame 

her fear to drive. She says: 

 Whenever I was discouraged, I would say: why should Binetou sit behind a wheel 

and not I? I would tell myself: don’t disappoint Aissatou. I won the battle of nerves and 

sang-froid. I obtained my driving license and told you about it.  
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 I told you: and now – my children on the backseat of the cream- coloured 

Fiat125; thanks to you, my children can look the affluent mother-in-law and the fragile 

child in the eye in the streets of the town. SLL: 54 

 Though she feels uplifted at times she goes back in her thought as to spot out the 

reasons for the failures of her marriage. Being an insightful and sensitive person she tries 

to search for answers for the breakdown of her marriage.  

 I try to spot my faults in the failure of my marriage. I gave freely, gave more than 

I received. I am one of those who can realize themselves fully and bloom only when they 

form part of a couple… I have never conceived of happiness outside marriage. 

 And I ask myself. I ask myself, why? Why did Modou detach himself? Why did he 

put Binetou between us? 

 I ask myself questions. The truth is that, despite everything, I remain faithful to 

the love of my youth. Aissatou, I cry for Modou, and I can do nothing about it. SLL: 56 

 Searchers according to Josselson undergo problems of identity in relationships. In 

the same way Ramatoulaye too undergoes a series of identity problem in the face of her 

relationship with her husband Modou who brushes her aside.  

 Ramatoulaye who had been silent for thirty years now takes her revenge on the 

Imam, Mawdo and Tamsir during the fortieth day of Modou’s death. When Tamsir 

makes a proposal to marry Ramatoulaye that is when she bursts out: 

 My voice has known thirty years of silence, thirty years of harassment. It bursts 

out, violent, sometimes sarcastic, some-times contemptuous.  

 ‘Did you ever have any affection for your brother? Already you want to build a 

new home for yourself, over a body that is still warm. While we are praying for Modou, 

you are thinking of future wedding festivities. 

 ‘Ah, yes! Your strategy is to get in before any other suitor, to get in before 

Mawdo, the faithful friend, who has more qualities than you and who also, according ti 

custom, can inherit the wife. You forgot that I have a heart, a mind, that I am not an 

object to be passed from hand to hand. You don’t know what marriage means to me: it is 

an act of faith and of love, the total surrender of oneself to the person one has chosen and 

who has chosen you.’ 

 Finally this is when Ramatoulaye takes her stand on her decision: 

 Thus I took revenge for that other day when all three of them had airily informed 

me of the marriage of Modou Fall and Binetou. 

 Though Ramatoulaye agrees to become a co-wife if Modou had given a chance, 

she refuses to become a second wife to Daouda Dieng a former suitor who renews his 

marriage proposal to her after the death of her husband, partly because she does not want 

to harm his wife. She reflects: 

Abandoned yesterday because of a woman, I cannot lightly bring myself between 

you and your family.SLL: 68 
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 She refuses because she understands the pain and suffering associated with 

polygamy and does not wish to impose such a plight on anybody. Thus, making her 

choice without any regret and accomplishing her identity with the support of her friend 

and her children. She says, 

… I have not given up wanting to refashion my life. Despite everything – 

disappointments and humiliations – hope still lives on within me. It is from the dirty and 

nauseating humus that the green plants sprouts into life, and I can feel new buds 

springing up in me. SLL: 89 

Finally, identity diffusers are those who have not made any commitment with 

their life or who are not concerned about it. In this novel So Long a Letter, Binetou falls 

under this category.  She is described as a beautiful, lively, kindhearted and intelligent 

girl. She was born in an impoverished family, but through her school she has made 

friends with the children of the elite. Because of her friendship with Daba Fall, 

Ramatoulaye's eldest daughter, Binetou admits that her family is pressuring her to marry 

an older man whom she cannot love. Binetou tries to resist, but her mother persuades her 

to marry the elder suitor. Daba and Ramatoulaye are shocked to learn that Binetou's 

‘‘sugar daddy’’ is none other than their father and husband, Modou Fall. After the 

marriage, Binetou is compelled to abandon her studies. Though she has the opportunity to 

grasp the modern world and the freedom that comes with education, she is chained down 

by her shallow thought. Although she is educated she becomes a victim to the whims of 

her family.  

Her mother was more concerned with putting the pot on the boil than with 

education. Beautiful, lively, kindhearted, intelligent, Binetou had access to many of her 

friends’ well-off families and was sharply aware of what she was sacrificing by her 

marriage. A victim, she wanted to be the oppressor. Exiled in the world of adults, which 

was not her own, she wanted her prison gilded.SLL: 48 

 In exchange for the luxuries such as a villa, trip to Mecca for her parents, a car, 

monthly allowance, jewels as rewards for this marriage she sacrifices her own dreams of 

finding a man that she really loves. Though she flaunts with the money and jewels that 

she gets from Modou, she feels empty inside. She feels dumb when faced with reality.  

But when the moment of admiration passed, she was the one who lowered her 

head at the sight of couples graced with nothing but their youth and rich in their 

happiness alone. SLL: 50  

Worn out, Binetou would watch with disillusioned eye the progress of her friends. 

The image of her life, which she had murdered, broke her heart. SLL: 50 

The real blow comes when Modou passes away. She has nothing to sustain her 

life; neither wealth nor education. If Binetou had not have left her school, she would have 

reached greater heights and perhaps got a better husband and a bright future. But now, 

 She was already dead inside…ever since her marriage to Modou”. SLL: 71 

With each passing hour her cheek becomes more deeply hollowed, acquire ever 

more rings, those big and beautiful eyes which open and close on their secrets, perhaps 
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their regrets. At the age of love and freedom from care, this child is dogged by sadness. 

SLL: 4 

Her temporary happiness has disfigured her whole life. She becomes an unformed 

identity and waits for life to happen. Thus Binetou is positioned under the category of 

drifters. 
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